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Introduction 
Migration is a phenomenon that has existed in many places during different times 
throughout the history. This meant that migration was not a foreign concept in China, 
prompting the implementation of a domicile registration system, effectively stifling 
internal migration (Miller 2012:12-13). However, as new leader, Deng Xiaoping came 
to power in 1978, the economic scenery changed, opening the country to investments 
and fiscal growth (Garnaut 2011: 84). He made social open-market reforms that opened 
up China to the international market, effectively boosting industrialisation in China. The 
economy kicked up in speed so that already by 1979 the GDP growth had increased 
(Garnaut 2011: 1). Through this growth industrialisation increased and labour demand 
boomed in order to operate machinery and other un-skilled jobs (Meng et al. 2010: 6). 
Urbanisation to the large cities rose as the amount of factories and employment 
opportunities increased, while the rural areas were left in the position created by of the 
former political regime of Mao, ridden with lack of opportunity and progress (Miller 
2012: 12). Most job opportunities were low to no paying agricultural sectional work, 
prompting most to forego the legislative laws in accordance of the domicile system 
implemented by Mao (Ibid). This domicile system, referred to as the hukou system, was 
first implemented in 1951, though not as strict as it later came to be (Liu 2005:135-
136). It was altered in 1955 to prevent a huge migration from rural to urban parts of 
China (Ibid; Zhao and Li 2006). The system was not made official until 1958 where the 
National People’s Congress passed it (Ibid). The hukou system is a household 
registration system in China that binds the person to their local homestead of 
registration, in terms of social benefits such as schooling, housing and healthcare. As 
the opportunity for industrial work rose in the cities, the former farmers from the rural 
areas went there in order to earn a living, leaving behind the comforts of home, despite 
knowing that they would not be fully covered by the protective services provided by the 
state to the legal inhabitants of the major cities (Wang 2004). The system seems to have 
become a tool for social and geographic control that enforces an apartheid structure. 
This is a problem because the rural migrant workers end up getting exploited by the 
employers of the companies hiring them, through lack of proper securement of their job, 
low wage, and bad conditions, which aid to the companies’ economic growth (Miller 
2012:14-16). Through this mean of exploitation of rural migrants, referred to as the 
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floating migration as they stream to the areas of where employment will be most easiest 
procured, China has experienced tremendous success in increasing their GDP and 
gaining success on the international market, resulting in its current position as the 
second largest economy in the world (Li 2011: 17).  
Despite the large exploitation that started at the end of the 1970’s, the rural migrants 
still suffer from poor conditions through their employment in the cities, further leading 
to equally poor living conditions, which despite the long timeframe, has yet to 
experience any apparent change. The jobs that the rural migrant workers occupy are still 
dangerous, dirty manufacturing or industrial jobs, all of which are hard physically 
demanding jobs (Ibid). Alongside this, it seems that the hukou system has similarly yet 
to change, as the government of the People’s Republic of China has seemingly done 
little to eradicate this phenomenon of exploitation of migrants, as years and generations 
are lost in this urban flood of people, aiding to this large scale human injustice (Chan 
and Buckingham 2008: 600). As such the hukou system goes on to actively restrict the 
people of China, though its role in restricting migration has overturned to simply 
restricting the people of the rural areas in terms of equal treatment, especially affecting 
the people of the low socio economic levels of society (Ibid).  
What we choose to ponder on, and what drove us throughout this project, is the social 
repercussions such a legislative intervention into a population will result in, in terms of 
socio economic divide and discrimination. Furthermore, how the government of China, 
one of the fastest growing economies in the world, an increasingly growing participant 
of world politics, can continue such a reign of exertion of power over select population 
groups, in our case of interest, the rural migrant workers.  
Through these wonderings, our research question took shape. To understand the societal 
injustice and the government’s apparent inaction in terms of advancing the people’s 
right to equal treatment, we aim to provide an in depth analysis of what has transpired 
from the issues of the hukou system.  
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Research Question 
From our problem area, we were able to develop the following research question: 
How does the Hukou systems affect Chinese society in relation to the rural migrants 
and what are the complications related to the reform of the Hukou system 
Problem formulation 
In order to answer our research question, we have divided our paper into three main 
divisions, theory, context, and analysis, each with their own sub-questions, which make 
up the problem formulation for the project.  
Theory question:  
 How do the theories of migration and societal exclusion help us understand the current 
migration pattern in China in relation to rural-urban migration? 
Context question:  
What constitutes the power of rule and political change in China 
How has the domicile system Hukou changed through reform since its constitution? 
Analysis questions: 
 How does the hukou system affect the rural migrants in terms of living and working 
conditions? 
How has reform of the hukou system altered the legislative conditions in terms of 
restriction of the rural migrants? 
How has the legislative nature of rule of the hukou system affected the societal view of 
rural migrants? 
 
Delimitations 
As the problem area and specific research area we have chosen to focus on in the 
project is rather large, in addition to being well documented by several peer reviewed 
scholars, we have chosen to include this section pertaining towards a delimitation of our 
project. As is stated within the research question, this project is focused upon the rural-
urban illegal non-hukou migrants
2
. We choose this population group as it is the most 
disadvantaged socio-economic group when looking at the Chinese workforce. We 
                                               
2
 This will type of migrant will be made clear in chapter hukou chapter (page 22) 
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choose to focus on this, as it is a large population group that has been exploited in terms 
of work labour, in order to develop the Chinese economy.  
First, we early on choose an economical/political angle, by putting up political decision 
against capitalistic development to explain societal repercussion of the hukou system. 
We choose this area as it most intrigued us, through a consideration that included many 
other general areas such as discrimination, bureaucracy and urbanisation. However, our 
project still bears trace of these areas as they interlude in our chosen one. 
Furthermore, we have chosen to build our focus upon a long period, going as far back as 
the 1950’s up until current times, in order to analyse the main factors within our 
research area in a contextual comprehension. However, most of the retrospective 
sections will be in their respective contextual chapters prior to the main analysis in the 
project, to introduce the reader to the issues addressed in the project.  
Moreover, as we chose to bring in the capitalistic aspect in the analysis, we chose to 
include an economical overview in a standalone contextual chapter. This chapter will 
mainly be occupied with a timeline from 1978 and up, as it focuses on China after 
capitalistic economical reforms introduced by Deng Xiaoping who overtook control of 
the Chinese government in that year. 
Methodology 
The following sections in this chapter will explore the methods used in the paper 
through the analytical framework, along with an exploration of data and literature 
consisting within the problem area. 
Analytical Framework 
The project will largely be attempting to locate both the social as well as economic 
exclusion of the rural migrants, in order to understand the current presence of the Hukou 
system in its relation to the vulnerable group of rural migrant workers. We will also 
draw in the consideration, from an outside perspective, of the governmental position on 
this issue. As there are several ways in which the Hukou system has been perceived, 
such as a feature of the labour regime and control in China, or a generically found wide 
spread systematic concept found in many other countries, the approach we have chosen 
in order to analyse this system is heavily inspired by the institutional perception of the 
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hukou system as a separate entity, that has its own function and action, aiding towards 
what we have found to be a rather dynamic current state, through its contemporary role 
of function. This was inspired by the theory, Institutional Hukou-based Social 
Exclusion, which we have naturally chosen to implement to aid the analysis. However, 
as we still base much of the projects empirical knowledge upon former analysis made 
by scholars on the same subjects, we also include some of the economic rationale 
dimension that the former studies are mainly based upon, in looking towards 
hypothesising a conclusion to the research question. In this respect, the project will be 
drawing on basic introductory concepts (though these will large be subliminal in the 
text) from the two subject courses that we have attended during this semester, as the 
governmental and economic approach will largely be Political Science related, whilst 
the analysis made with the Hukou-Based Social Exclusion theory will be largely related 
to Sociology, in its concept of institution. As the project’s objective is to bring about an 
understanding of the contemporary Hukou system, in relation to rural migrant workers, 
and as that subject is well researched by scholars, we as mentioned intend to base our 
analysis upon mainly journal articles, through a content analysis. The timeframe we 
wish to explore in our analysis will mostly be focused on a current perspective, from the 
beginning of the century, up until current times. However, the paper will also bear 
heavy emphasis on a retrospective scale, in terms of formerly established changes and 
reforms made within the hukou system, and for economical development, which has a 
high influence on the working force, though this will mostly be a focus in the contextual 
section of the project.  
Moreover, this project utilises a deductive method of analysis through a mixed method 
theoretical framework, as this project aims to answer the research question by firstly 
analysing the conditional state of the rural migrants, using a micro-level theoretical 
model (Lee’s revised push/pull theory) to identify components of this state. Secondly 
this will lead onto the analysis of the hukou systems effect and range within China, 
through a second theoretical model (the Hukou-Based Social Exclusion theory), in order 
to understand the reform and effect of the hukou system in its current state with the help 
of critical analysis of a wide range of secondary literature on the subject. In short, this 
project will utilise mixed method analysis, by focusing on multiple secondary sources 
and conceptual tools and insights, in order to hypothesise a conclusion. 
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To further relate this framework, as the paper will have a focus on qualitative sources 
(mainly secondary sources such as journal articles), this focus will be based upon a 
middle levelling theory approach, as it focuses on sequences of historical events and 
middle level descriptive and causal inferences, and its analysis of these dimensions. 
Project Structure 
The paper is structured into three main sections so that the reader primarily can obtain 
an overview to an in-depth understanding of the hukou systems and its effect and 
implications.  
This structure is aided by the formation of the problem formulation, where questions are 
structured by their section classification. Firstly, there will be an introductory chapter, 
which outlines theory use and concepts relating to the projects main problem 
formulation. Afterwards the paper will continue with a description of the relevant 
perspectives to give a contextual understanding of the issues raised in the problem area. 
Finally, the paper goes into depth with the analysis based upon the first two sections. 
The first analysis will look upon the conditional rights as well as the hukou systems 
general repercussions for the rural migrant workers in a current perspective. More 
specifically this section will analyse the structural issues the Hukou system can be 
linked to cause, focusing on the following areas: basic human rights, housing issues, 
working conditions, family separation and finally segregation between the rural workers 
and urbanites. This is done in order to understand the correlation between the structural 
outreach of the Hukou system and the large population group affected by it. The second 
part of the analysis will take a slightly countered viewpoint, as it will look more into the 
process of reform of the Hukou system by how this has affected the current restrictions 
placed on the rural migrant workers, which will go a long way towards generating or 
rather hypothesising a conclusion for the main research question. This part will mostly 
be occupied with an outside perspective of governmental stand on the issue, as well as 
the repercussion this causes for the rural migrants in Chinese urban society.  
Empirical Data and Use 
The focus of the findings of empirical data is having our research question solved.  Our 
focus has been looking at what kind of data was available, as we are using a deductive 
way of structuring our project. We discovered that the area of the subject has received 
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much attention and therefore our focus has been on looking at books and journal 
articles. Our focus of the literature research is to use peer-reviewed data. We wanted to 
use it for gaining specific knowledge of existing analysis of China’s migration and 
especially in terms of the domicile registration system, hukou. The peer-reviewed date 
is also used to establish the theoretical framework of our research project and to base 
upon our content analysis, which comes into play through the theoretical structure in the 
analysis of the project. In terms of specific scholars, we were able to find a number of 
adequate well-versed authors occupied within the limits of our main problem area. 
Through the content analysis of these, we were able to construct an analysis that 
revolves well around the issue, through the different subjective interpretations we rely 
on by the selected scholars. We found that books alongside journal articles were able to 
provide us with most of the necessary data for our project. As previously mentioned it is 
a well-enlightened subject and thus it made the decision on focusing mostly on books 
quite easy, as the material on our specific problem area is readily available. Whether it 
has been books from a library or an online source, they have helped us to gather a 
substantial amount of knowledge concerning our area. Furthermore, it has helped to 
show us different kinds of analysis of the situation in China. The books have turned out 
to be most useful in the accumulation of the information we needed in order to start out 
and develop our project. We are aware of when the books are written, but in terms of 
finding more historical data, the age of the book is not of much concern. The use of 
journal articles has been plentiful when answering the more current aspects of our 
project, such as to the present state and presence of the hukou system. They have also 
been a good source of different takes on the subject because they are usually filled with 
more recent data than books, and the availability is higher because of the fast findings 
achieved by using the databases available to us through the use of the internet. With the 
scholars we have chosen, we wanted to find some working papers of theirs, as it would 
be more recently published. The intention was to get more new information. The 
working papers are categorised as grey literature because they have not been peer-
reviewed and therefore the need for being critical is higher than with books or journal 
articles. However, even though our expectation of making use of these were not met, as 
we ended up focusing on already peer-review material, they did assist us in a assessing 
the scholars whose published work we have used.  
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Literature Review 
As is the general trend with many trending research topics concerning China, the hukou 
system has been well investigated by academics, and thus much information is to be 
found on it. Through our readings, we have found a clear debate of the issues and 
implications that the hukou-system system has for China and its population. In China’s 
Urban Billion, Miller (2012) is critical towards the hukou-system, and argues that 
reforms are needed in order to maintain economic growth and to achieve a higher level 
of social equality. Thakur (2002), who also, quite sceptically, analyses the hukou-
system and believes that reforms will aid the development of the country, further 
constitutes this view. The consensus of studies investigating the hukou-system is 
generally an agreement on the need for reforms. There are, however, two different 
trends of perspectives that scholars have used to analyse the problems caused by the 
hukou system. Some academics choose to look at the issue from a rational-economic 
perspective, through which they primarily argue why reforms of the hukou-system are a 
necessity, whilst other academics apply a sociological perspective with a more 
humanitarian approach. Therefore, there are various concepts and theories that have 
been used in the literature on the hukou-system, ranging from economic rationalist 
theories to concepts of social exclusion and discrimination, of which the most recent is 
the institution of hukou-based social exclusion created by Zhang, Zhu and Nyland 
(2014). Within the economic perspectives, we have found that quantitative data is more 
prominent, whereas qualitative data is used by analytics investigating discrimination. 
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Theory and Use 
The theoretical framework for this project revolves around two different theories. The 
first theory focuses on migration and the movement of people, and is applied in an 
attempt to analyse the conditions of the rural migrant worker. The second theory aims to 
explain the discriminatory aspects of the hukou system in contemporary China from, 
primarily, a legislative viewpoint that allows the Chinese state to justify the hukou 
system as an institution. 
Introduction to Lee’s push-pull theory 
First, we will look at a theory concerning migration, as the foundation of this project 
builds upon the previous and currently on-going movement of people in China, namely 
the internal migrants that move from rural to urban areas. In order to understand why 
the rural Chinese citizens choose to migrate we will make use of the migration theory; 
the Lee model, also known as Lee’s push-pull model. 
Everett S. Lee (1966) first introduced the Lee model in his work ‘A Theory of 
Migration’, where he developed a new theory of how migratory patterns could be 
explained. Lee’s theory is based on four key concepts that influence migration; the first 
concept introduced is that the place from which the (potential) migrants originate has 
certain characteristics that can be perceived as negative factors (Lee 1966). These 
attributes include, but are not limited to, “demographic growth, low living standards, 
lack of economic opportunities and political repression” (Castles and Miller 2003: 22). 
Henceforth, these factors will be referred to as “push” factors that carry negative value 
to migrants, driving them to move away (Ibid). The second important key concept 
directly relates to the first, and concerns the destinations to which migrants might 
choose to move (Lee 1966). However, the characteristics looked upon at the place of 
destination are those that may carry positive value to the migrants, rather than negative, 
such as “demand for labour, availability of land, good economic opportunities and 
political freedoms” (Castles and Miller 2003: 22). These factors are more commonly 
known as the “pull” factors that are attractive to the migrants at the place of destination 
(Ibid). 
Arguably, migration may occur simply if the negative factors at the area of origin 
combined with the positive factors at the place of destination become too great. This, in 
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its simplest form, is called the “push-pull” theory (Castles and Miller 2003: 22). 
However, there are usually more deterrents that one must take into account when trying 
to explain why migration occurs (Lee 1966). One such deterrent Lee goes on to describe 
as intervening obstacles, which refers to obstacles that may complicate or even prohibit 
the movement of people, and is the third key concept in Lee’s theory (Ibid). The 
household registration system (hukou) in China is a representative of what an 
intervening obstacle may be, though it could also be something simpler, such as 
distance (Ibid). 
The last concept that makes up Lee’s theory is personal factors. These play a role in 
how migrants perceive negative and positive factors. An important aspect of this 
concerns the potential migrants’ realisation towards the conditions at the place of 
destination as well as where they come from (Lee 1966). 
The limitations of Lee’s push-pull theory are mainly that migrants are being treated as 
individuals that are capable of rationally making their own decisions based on both 
positive and negative factors (push-pull), and thus largely ignores any external factors 
that may impact the migrants’ decisive powers (Castles and Miller 2003: 24). 
Furthermore, the theory is primarily a micro-level theory (with focus on the individuals 
decisions), and as such it does not cover macro or meso-level structures of migration in-
depth. We acknowledge these limitations, but we find that this theory will be sufficient 
in identifying and shedding light upon the conditions of the rural migrant workers, and 
why they may choose to migrate regardless of said conditions. 
After generating an overview of why people choose to migrate within China, we will 
attempt to analyse the implications that the hukou system has for, specifically, the rural-
urban migrants. To aid our investigation, we will look at a concept created by Zhang et 
al (2014) based on neo-institutionalism, named the institution of hukou-based social 
exclusion. 
Introduction to Institution of Hukou-based Social Exclusion 
As we will explore throughout this paper, the household registration system, hukou, was 
implemented by the Chinese government in 1958, in an attempt to control population 
mobility. However, despite the attempt to control migration, the economic reforms in 
1978 caused a massive surge of rural-urban migrants. Institutional hukou-based social 
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exclusion (IHSE, or hukou-based exclusion), Zhang et al. (2014) argues, originates from 
the conflicts that arose from this mass-migration of rural-workers at different levels of 
the societal structure. The response by the government, businesses and urban citizens 
caused ‘a combination of linked rules, values, norms and patterned practices 
structuring the way rural migrants should be treated in cities’ (Zhang et al. 2014). Their 
work is based on Scott’s integrated model of institutions, which states that institutions 
are made up of three pillars. These pillars are the; regulative, normative and cognitive, 
referred to as the ‘three pillars of institution’. Table 1 (Ibid.), found in appendix A, 
gives an overview of what these three categories include. 
Consequently, IHSE consists of ‘the combination of regulative rules, norms, cognitive 
templates and patterned practices that constitute a socioeconomic system under which 
rural-migrant workers are suffering from social exclusion in Chinese cities due to their 
hukou status’ (Ibid). Before exploring what the institutional aspect, the regulative, 
normative and cognitive pillars, refers to with regard to IHSE, we will look at the 
second aspect that makes up this concept, namely social exclusion. Social exclusion is a 
term that attempts to include several risk factors, and as such, its definition is often 
implicit depending on the study that it is used in. However, the definition relevant to our 
paper in examining the implications of the hukou system, as well to IHSE, is ‘when 
people or areas suffer from a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, 
poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime environments, bad health and family 
breakdown’ (Ibid). We will now briefly explore the three pillars of institution in regard 
to IHSE, based on Table 1: 
The regulative pillar is that which is instituted and regulated by the highest level of 
societal structure, which in the case of China is the central government. As such, in the 
case of IHSE, it consists of laws and policies that cause social exclusion, and are 
enforced by the government (Ibid). At the core of the regulative pillar lies the hukou-
system, which we will analyse throughout our project. 
The normative pillar places large emphasis on peoples values and beliefs of how others 
be treated, that support the regulative pillar in exercising its laws and policies. It is 
primarily built upon ‘hukou-based moral exclusion’, which refers to the discriminatory 
behaviour towards the rural-migrants by the urban government and local residents that 
came to exist when the hukou system was put in place (Ibid). The rural migrant workers 
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are largely perceived as lesser beings by the urban dwellers and governments, thus 
constituting that they do not need to receive the same social benefits (Ibid). Later in our 
project we will use this tool to investigate how, exactly, this aids the persistence of the 
hukou-system. 
Lastly, the main aspect of the cognitive pillar, is that of rural-migrant stigma, where 
stigma means that a person can be excluded based on their skills and characteristics 
being disparaged (Ibid). It ‘compromises a socially shared definition, classification and 
stereotyping of rural migrant workers, and widespread taken-for-granted routines of 
how they can be treated’ (Ibid). We have chosen limit ourselves to analysing merely the 
regulative and normative pillar. The normative and cognitive pillars carry similar 
aspects, and we feel that distinguishing between the two will not benefit the projects 
analysis, as the cognitive view looks more at stigma and cultural perspectives, which is 
not our main interest. 
Essentially, the IHSE will be an important tool in structurally analysing the 
discriminatory differences between urban and rural hukou dwellers in China, how this 
has changed over time, and will help us achieve an insight on our research question – 
“How does the Hukou systems affect Chinese society in relation to the rural migrants 
and what are the complications related to the reform of the Hukou system”. 
Overview of Theory and Concepts 
Lee’s push-pull theory of migration creates an overview of why people choose to 
migrate in general, which will work as a foundation for our project, and will provide an 
insight into the conditions of the workers. The Institute of Hukou-based Social 
Exclusion will then be applied to our analysis of how reforms have altered the 
legislative conditions for restricting the rural migrants. Furthermore, we will apply 
IHSE to attempt to understand why, primarily, reforms are indecisive, from both a local 
and governmental perspective, and how the nature of the hukou system has affected the 
societal view of the rural migrants. 
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The Economic and Governmental Nature of China 
Essential to understanding some of the problems imposed by the hukou system, it is 
important to understand China’s political system and the changes it has undergone both 
in the political and economic sector. Thus, the following section provides a description 
of the most essential changes that has impacted the way the Chinese economy is put 
together, as well as how the country is governed. 
 
China’s current political regime, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP or Party), was 
instituted in 1949 as an aftermath of its victory in the civil war against the Nationalist 
Party (KMT). After assuming power, it came to be known as the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC), which it is still commonly referred as today. Despite its name, the CCP is 
largely leading an authoritarian and totalitarian regime, as it is omnipotent in exerting 
its power and does not take doubt of its position to leadership lightly (Lawrence and 
Martin 2013). Mao Zedong, the Party’s first leader, led the CCP from 1949 until 1976, 
with a communistic viewpoint on how to structure the economy. Throughout this time, 
China’s economy was categorized as: “... Maoist commitments to local and national 
autarchy, central planning, and state-owned enterprises in the cities and the People’s 
Communes in the country side” (Garnaut 2011: 84). 
In Mao Zedong’s time, a crisis occurred that would end up having a big influence on the 
future economy and reforms. In 1958, China experienced the most horrible famine ever 
known to Chinese history. In just three years, from 1958 to 1961, an estimate of 30 
million people is believed to have died from hunger (Eberstadt 1997). This was a man-
made crisis, which the government refused to acknowledge any fault in, and for many 
years claiming that the deaths were caused due by a natural disaster (Li and Yang 2005 
cited in Zhu 2012). The example for this is that through the three years of the extreme 
famine crisis in China, the government doubled their grain export and made the import 
of food much lower, thus adding to the effect of grain shortage (Eberstadt 1997). 
Because of the socialistic planned economy before 1978, the Chinese economy only 
accounted for 5 % of the world economy (Li 2011: 17). At the same time China was 
still by 1978 one of the worlds’ poorest countries and had a gross domestic product per 
capita of as little as 1/40 of the USA (Zhu 2012). Mao Zedong later died in 1976, which 
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resulted in the appointment of Deng Xiaoping as the new leader of the Party.  
Rise of Industrialisation 
Deng Xiaoping’s rise to power constituted a significant change within the Chinese 
economic market. The new government decided to make changes to the economic 
sector that consisted of “reform and opening up” (Xu 2011 as cited in Zhu 2012). 
These reforms, however, only applied to the economy, as other parts were not majorly 
reformed during this period (Garnaut 2011: 84). A large realisation by the new 
government occurred, as they decided that exchange through markets was a key 
component in the making of a national development strategy (Ibid). These ideas were 
accepted even though they were not easy to work together with the ideas from the older 
times with Mao about a socialistic China (Ibid). The economic reforms proposed by the 
new leadership under Deng Xiaoping consisted of what can be recognised as four 
different phases (Harvie 1999: 10). 
The first phase of reforms that was made by the new government in 1978 was to no 
surprise in the agricultural sector, because of the previous crisis concerning food during 
“The Great Leap Famine” during 1959-1961 (Zhu 2012). The two first important 
reforms within the first phase that were implemented by the government were; the 
government increased the price of agricultural foods and goods, and secondly, they 
changed the collective farming system into a new system, called the household-
responsibility system (Ibid). This system gave each farmer a quota that should be met 
and sold to the government at their official prices, but the change was that if they had 
made more than the quota, then they became allowed to sell their agricultural goods to 
market prices, which was not regulated in the same ways as the official prices (Ibid). 
This made a positive impact on the economy seeing as the economic sector ended up 
increasing its agricultural output by 47% from 1978-1984. As a result of the increased 
output of an agricultural food supply, the labour market underwent a structural change 
in which people started to shift over to a more industrially focused work sector. From 
1978-1984 the amount of people employed in agricultural work decreased from 69 % to 
50 % (Ibid). 
After the successful implementation of the first two reforms of the first phase, more 
were made to follow. The second phase of economic reforms lasted from 1984-1988 
and was generally seen as the broadening of the economic reforms to include the urban-
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industrial sectors (Harvie 1999: 10-11). This turned out to be yet another success for a 
different variety of enterprises, including the town village enterprises. They also did this 
new leap into urban-industrial sectors, as they wanted to make more clear steps away 
from the planned system to a more market orientated economy (Ibid: 10). With the new 
reform, the enterprises were allowed to retain a larger scheme of profits. The idea with 
the new reforms, was to increase the number of open economic zones, so the economy 
would be more open and available for foreign investors to get into the Chinese market. 
Therefore, they made the trade and exchange system more liberalised (Ibid). This all 
lead to an increasingly more important non-state sector. 
The third phase of economic reforms lasted from 1988-91. This phase had a different set 
of goals. Because of the increase in the importance of non-state sectors, inflation was 
increased to extensive levels, so the government had to take measures to ensure that it 
would go down. The government ended up delaying some reforms (Ibid: 11). As was 
previously a regular thing in China, they had to put up prize-regulation. These attempts 
on lowering inflation were successful, but at the same time, the economic growth was 
affected by this and was not as strong as it had been the previous years since 1978. This 
ended up being a crisis which pushed the government to stimulate the economy in late 
1990 (Ibid). 
The last phase is the current phase, which has lasted from 1992 until present time (Ibid 
2000: 12). After 1992, the authorities announced their intention to push the reform 
processes to happen faster with the goals of opening up the Chinese economy. The 
Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping made this very clear whilst travelling around the country 
and in vast encouragement the opening of the economy (Ibid). This all lead to him 
setting the official goal in obtaining a socialist market economy. The socialist market 
economy is defined by a state-owned sector and a free market economy (Ibid). 
By present time the Chinese economy has evolved into being one of the biggest 
economies in the world, especially when talking about producing goods and 
commodities for exchange (Li 2011: 17).  
A direct outcome of the economic change with loosening up the was the creation of lot 
of jobs in the industrial sector, which caused for a stimulation of rural-urban migration 
(Wang and Cai: 24-29). The improvement of agricultural productivity combined with 
fewer obstacles for people when migrating to other cities ended up in the late 1980s to 
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have made 30 million rural migrant workers (Ibid). By 1993, the number had increased 
significantly to a doubling of the number from the late 1980s. 22 million of those people 
had migrated across provinces (Ibid). It then rose to over 100 million rural migrants in 
2004, which means that just a little over 20 years it had gone from 30 million to a 100 
million (Ibid). The more precise number was 120 million migrants and half of whom 
where inter-provincial migrants. Most of the migrants moved to the east to the coastal 
cities and less people migrated to the western and middle part of China (Ibid). Already 
now, in 2012, there has been high estimates of the rural migrants and how many they 
are. They are to some people known as the floating population and are around 220 
million people (Miller 2012: 34). 
 
China’s political system 
The Chinese Communist Party is at the core of the political system of the People’s 
Republic of China exercising complete control, however, it relies on four separate 
bodies of governing to maintain its power, namely; the State Council, the People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA), the National People’s Congress (NPC) and the Chinese 
People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) (Lawrence and Martin 2013). To 
retain briefness, the purpose of these branches will briefly be explained: the PLA is, 
essentially, China’s military force and internal police that abides by the Party’s rule to 
maintain order (Ibid). The State Council is in place to govern daily activities within the 
country, and, furthermore, to manage the application of policies, such as the household 
registration system (hukou). It consists of several levels of governing ranging from 
national to provincial to local governments. However, the lead positions within the State 
Council, at all levels, are held by politicians chosen by the Party itself, and as such it is 
not unusual that they are also seated within the CCP (Ibid). The role played by the NPC 
is to inspect and overlook other political bodies of the CCP, including the previously 
mentioned State Council and the PLA. However, comparative to the State Council, the 
NPC’s actual governing power is very little, as it is supervised by the Party and is 
expected to “approve all budgets, agency reports, and personnel appointments put 
before them” and thus serves mainly a legislative purpose (Ibid).  
The last pillar of governmental structure plays very little role in the political scene of 
China as it carries little power. The CCP and the State Council on policy issues 
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supposedly confer with the CPPCC; however, it carries more of a formal image rather 
than a political importance (Ibid). 
 
Decentralisation; the Provincial Governments 
As aforementioned, the State Council works at several governmental levels; more 
specifically, it works at four different levels that all function as an extension to the 
Chinese Communist Party. At the uppermost of the four levels, that which works closest 
to the central government, are the provincial governments. There are overall, 34 of these 
provincial governments. Each provincial government is led by an official elected by the 
Party, through the NPC, whose political rank is equivalent to that of a State Council 
minister (Lawrence and Martin 2013).  
Following the provincial governments is the prefectural level of governing, the county-
level and the finally the lowest level of governing which consists of smaller cities and 
villages (Ibid). 
The importance of the provincial and local governments rose as China underwent fiscal 
decentralisation in the 1990’s as a result of the fourth phase of reforms. Instead of the 
State Council in Beijing controlling all revenue collection and public expenditures, 
provincial governments (and lower) were provided with this responsibility. This means 
that they must manage their own economies, and pay for “public spending on 
education, health, unemployment insurance, social security, and welfare”, which was 
previously the responsibility of the State Council (Ibid). Whilst provincial and local 
governments merely serve as an extension of the State Council (the central 
government), they maintain some legislative and executive freedom in that they may 
uphold their own laws and regulations, as long as they do not counter the laws set by the 
central government. It is primarily laws and regulations that work towards an economic 
boost that are given most freedom, such as minor alterations to the hukou system, which 
are not uncommon amongst the provincial and local governments (Ibid). It is, however, 
important to note that despite being given a certain degree of freedom, provincial 
governments that rank below the State Council still function under the state 
constitution, and as previously mentioned their leaders are chosen by the Party as a 
measure to stay in control (Ibid). As there are no public elections of leaders in local 
governments that rank higher than village-level, the only way for the officials to be 
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elected for their respective posts is through the Party. Furthermore, this means that local 
leaders do not face the threat of being removed from their leadership posts through 
public vote. However, as a result, it is also very uncommon for local officials to be 
promoted to a higher post, or demoted to a lower one (Gordon and Li 2011). 
With the shift towards fiscal decentralisation, the lack of a public vote system to elect 
local government officials and the absence of the fear of demotion (and promotion), the 
main driving force for local leaders is economic incentives rather than the general good 
of the local people (Ibid). As the local governments manage profits, but also have to pay 
for public expenditures, a strong incentive for the local officials lay in optimising the 
profits, as leftover profits are managed by themselves and can be used for personal 
gains, by keeping revenue high and public expenditures low (Ibid). The State Council 
does exercise oversight over local governments in an attempt to control them; however, 
it faces difficulties in doing so both due to the sheer size of the country and a lack of 
resources (Ibid). The Hu-Wen Administration that lasted from 2003 until 2013 
consisted of former President Hu Jintao and former Premier Wen Jiabao, and worked 
towards greater social stability within china. Together, they constituted a new direction 
for the future of Chinese policy-making, known as the “Hu-Wen New Deal” (Zhang et 
al. 2014). One of the focuses of the Hu-Wen leadership’s policy was to remove the links 
between social benefits for citizens and the hukou system. Furthermore, it emphasised 
better standards for rural workers in terms of equal wages compared to urban citizens, 
and that labour contracts be respected and established on a more general basis (Wong 
and Hongyi 2006: 20). However, some of the issues they were faced with were China’s 
general vagueness in upholding the law as well as local governments that focus on 
economic growth as their first priority (Ibid). 
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Hukou - In the Process of Reform 
 
The following section will seek to make plain the implementation of, and changes made 
within, the hukou system since its initial introduction in 1951, up until contemporary 
China, circa. 2010. Further exploration of the Hukou system will take place later in this 
paper through its analysis section in chapter 7. 
The Hukou system was initially implemented by the central government in 1951, 
however as it allowed for travel, and even relocation, the system was drastically 
changed in 1955 order to prevent unplanned migration from rural to urban areas, as the 
State Council passed the directive: “The Directive Concerning Establishment of a 
Permanent System of Household Registration” (Liu  2005: 135-136). However, it was 
not until 1958 that the National People’s Congress officially passed the regulatory 
system of hukou that is still recognisable in China today (Chan and Buckingham 2008). 
Since its introduction in 1955, the system effectively divided Chinese residents into two 
main categories, rural and urban, however, there are two distinct definitions that the 
hukou system initially registered, the type (leibei) meaning agricultural and non-
agricultural, and hukou registration (suozaidi) meaning local and non-local (Ibid). The 
local and non-agricultural is mainly a complete category for an average urban hukou, 
while the agricultural and non-local is the common rural hukou (Ibid).  This division 
was introduced  alongside the implementation of a rationing scheme in the urban areas
3
, 
essentially meaning that rural people could not relocate to the cities because all the 
shops that sold food were state-governed, so to buy something (such as food) you would 
need ration tickets, something the rural people did not have access to (Ibid).This 
division brought, along with its geographical status, several implication in the context of 
benefits, mostly emphasised throughout the 1960’s, 1970’s and 1980’s, mainly provided 
in the urban areas by the residents respective working units (employer), and included 
socio-economic benefits such as housing, secure employment, healthcare, and schooling 
(Miller 2012: 33). On the contrasting side, the rural residents were primarily farmers, 
and were instead divided into ‘village enterprises’ (Zhao and Li 2006). Through this, 
                                               
3
 Meaning that only urban Hukou holders were eligible to state subsidised grain. 
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they did not receive any significant benefits, but were in the possession of their own 
state delegated farmland
4
 (Ibid).  
As economic changes in the central government were made throughout the 1980’s5, it 
reverberated into the hukou system. Before the mid-1980’s the central government 
wanted to create rural to urban developments, mainly focusing on shifting the workforce 
from agricultural to a non-agricultural type of work
6
(Cai 2011: 36). The government 
used the slogan: “Leave the land, but not the village, enter the factories but not the 
cities” (Thakur 2002: 7; Miller 2012: 12). However, this attempt at altering the nature of 
the workforce was only on a narrow geographical scale as it only involved local towns 
and villages, and proved incapable of producing adequate non-agricultural employment 
for the surplus of rural workers, leading the surplus of labour to go beyond set 
(regional) boundaries to find urban employment thus leading to the beginning of 
uncontrolled urbanisation (Ibid). Further changes were made in 1983 by the 
government, as people with an agricultural hukou (farmers) were allowed to long 
distance transportation alongside the privilege to do business outside of their local 
vicinities (Ibid). By 1984 the farmers were encouraged by the central government to 
find non-agricultural work in to work in small nearby towns, which led to further 
advances the following year in 1985, where the Ministry of Public Security established 
a new type of hukou: a temporary status (Ibid). Closely following this, the personal 
identification card was also introduced (by the central government’s congress), granting 
similar temporary privileges, commonly referred to as the Blue-stamp Hukou (Ibid). 
Furthermore, the hukou system started an efficiency process, as China began to 
computerise their database over hukou, and its holders in 1986, thus effectively 
enhancing its efficiency, for data collection and management since then7 (Zhao and Li 
2006). Final changes of the 1980’s were made in 1988, where farmers were fully 
allowed to do their own business in cities under the conditions that they were self 
sufficient in terms of food, as the rationing scheme was still in place in the urban areas 
                                               
4
 This did not mean that the land they had, was their own to sell and bargain with, as it was still 
essentially owned by the government. 
5
 See page 15-19. 
6
 This development was called TVE (synonym for Township and Village Enterprises). 
7
 The process was not finished until the early 2000’s. 
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(Ibid). At the end of the 1980’s, 9.31 million peasants were employed in the state 
enterprises, working outside the hukou regulations, simply because they provided a 
much needed cheap labour resource, that was needed in order to drive forward the 
economy (Thakur 2002). This phenomenon made the state sport what was referred to as 
the blind eye, as the employment of rural hukou workers in the cities was ignored along 
with their right to welfare as urban workers (Ibid). 
The 1990’s however, brought along significant changes in terms of rural migrants in the 
cities, as the hukou system’s reform was enhanced through measures such as the 
abolishment of the rationing scheme in 1992 (Chang and Buckingham 2008), along 
with the power of hiring and firing employees, that was handed over to the state owned 
enterprises (in contrast to having previously been in the control of the central 
governments rule) by the mid 1990’s (Cai 2011). However, one of the most significant 
changes made for the hukou system occurred in the late 1990’s, as the central 
government handed over the responsibility for hukou control to the individual 
governments, thus changing various paradigms within the hukou sector (Miller 2012). 
As time and the workforce has progressed, the distinction between agricultural and non-
agricultural hukou has as a result of increased urbanisation next to no connection to the 
actual occupation of the hukou holder as the distinction was created in the 1950’s 
during its implementation, however it still determines the status of the resident and their 
relationship to the state, depending on its type, just as previously8 (Chang & 
Buckingham 2008). The major distinction made today is found with the hukou 
registration of origin, plainly the local and non-local hukou (Ibid). This distinction is 
important in order to understand hukou reform since the decentralisation at the end of 
the 1990’s, as most of the reforms made for the bettering of rural migrants in each 
individual region, has no effect on the people of the ‘floating population’ (Ibid). The 
people of the floating population are mainly identified as agricultural non-local hukou 
possessors, and are not considered part of the official migration in China by the Chinese 
government, which is reserved for those migrants that obtain a local hukou (Ibid). 
                                               
8
 From the outset of the Hukou systems implementation, the agricultural Hukou residents were largely 
expected to be self sufficient, and received next to no state support, completely opposite of their urban 
counterparts. This distinction has prevailed through time, as agricultural hukou residents are not eligible 
to benefits issued by the state.  
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Because the distinction of agricultural type status was largely abandoned by MPS
9
 in 
1995, the migration workers now fall under the local/non-local category in new terms, 
respectively hukou migrants, and non-hukou migrants (Ibid).  
Most reforms made to the hukou system since the decentralisation and throughout the 
beginning of the 2000’s were in order to attract the rich and well educated and not 
guided towards the non-hukou migrants as (Ibid). Initiatives for improving hukou 
conversion have been seen throughout China, in cities such as Beijing and Guangdong, 
however once again, the entry requirements are not directed at the non-hukou migrant 
(Miller 2012: 39-40 ).  
There has, however, been several cases of reform attempts within the singular city limit 
of each area, which have been represented as flagships for permanent hukou reforms, 
which are guided towards non-hukou migrants. One such example was seen in 2001 in 
Shijiazhuang as a supposedly revolutionary hukou demolishment scheme was put into 
place. It was highly valued at the time of its initiation and was claimed to benefit as 
many as 300.000 rural migrants (among other migrant groups
10
), by providing them 
with a lowered bar for converting to a local hukou (Miller 2012: 36-38). This was not 
the reality however, as reports showed that the actual numbers differed greatly, along 
with the fact that the local hukou reform was essentially abandoned only two years after 
its instatement (Ibid). This is a great example of how local governments (as many as 
fifteen other provinces) all over China have attempted to reform the local hukou during 
the past decade, making a reform scheme on a short term in a specific area (such as a 
city or town), only to be abandoned in fear of an excess inflow of rural migrants putting 
a strain on the local economy (Ibid). 
The same process was seen in the city of Zhengzhou, as hukou reforms were established 
in 2001, and then retracted just two years later, adding as another prime, but not solitary 
example of local attempts of hukou reform, as the local government struggle to keep up 
with the abruptly growing expenditures of social benefits and infrastructure (Chan and 
Buckingham 2008).  
                                               
9
 Ministry of Public Security 
10
 As such as entrepreneurs, students, or other professionals from other areas.  
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Some localised examples of positive developments have been seen cities like Zhejiang 
and Shanghai, as experiments are conducted to try for a more flexible social security 
programme that can accommodate rural migrant workers (Miller 2012: 41-42). In 
Zhejiang they input a lesser requirement for social security contributions, in exchange 
for (albeit less) social benefits (Ibid). In Shanghai, they were able to introduce a new 
more encompassing social security program that took into account migrants without a 
local urban hukou (Ibid).  
However there have been some national attempts since the decentralisation, for 
lowering the differences between rural and urban residents, as in 2001, where the State 
Council passed a national policy, requiring that local governments should allow 
migrants’ children to take part in the for 9 years of compulsory education in the local 
public school system (Chan and Buckingham 2008). This has since had a positive effect 
in a few cities, such as Beijing, where as per 2006, approximately 62 percent of migrant 
children in the city were enrolled in the public school system, while 25 percent were in 
unauthorised migrant schools (Ibid). However, they are still forced to pay several more 
times the normal tuition fee, than urban children do, and still many are not actively part 
of the school system at all (Ibid). Moreover, in the aspect of benefits, there have been 
some advances made for the retirement of non-Hukou migrants. A major issue within 
this was, that those of the migrants that were able to sign up for a pension, were in most 
cases not eligible to collect their prize at their time of retirement, as the requirement 
were set impractically high (Miller 2012: 41-42). They requirements often included that 
the worker had to work with the same employer, or within the same city for a long 
stretch of time, in order to collect their pension (Ibid). However, in 2011, a law was 
passed as to allow for migrant workers to transfer their pension, and other benefits 
gathered in one place, across city boarders (Ibid). Though the effect is expected to be 
minimal at first as less than 20 percent of non-hukou migrants participate any form of 
pension scheme (Ibid).  
Already in 2006, the central government had a positive hukou reform based discourse, 
as the State Council issued a document pertaining to the bettering of the conditions and 
rights of the rural migrant workers. The document mainly has a positive tone, in terms 
of future changes, such as wanting to lower the entry requirement in large cities to make 
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it easier for migrants to enter (Chan and Buckingham 2008). However, the document 
also acknowledged that the then current issues connected to the migrant workers are set 
to last for a long time, as well as, the hukou system is also mentioned to be expected to 
last for even decades to come (Ibid).  
Following this in 2007, a law was passed by the National People’s congress, set to 
protect and improve upon the migrant workers work environment, mainly pertaining to 
obtaining stable employment, equal recognition against their urban counterparts, and 
negotiation of wages (Ibid).
11
 Then in 2009, several big cities introduced a delinking of 
hukou and social benefits, within varying degrees, of accessibility, through temporary 
residence permit schemes, which are still a far way off what the urban inhabitants are 
entitled to (Miller 2012: 44-45).  
After a temporary shutdown of the public debate of the hukou systems reform, due to a 
mishap between the central government and a number of national newspapers, forcing 
the reform in 2010, the State Council brought back debate on the hukou systems reform, 
prompting for a press release in order to instruct (though with no definite laws or 
legislations) that prefecture cities and towns should be opened up for the migrants 
(allowing them to convert to that respective local hukou), along with instructing local 
governments to not put much emphasis on an applicant’s hukou status, in relation to 
work or schooling (Ibid). At the same time, a separate announcement came from the 
Ministry of Public Services, stating that a national reform was currently in the works, 
which would allow for full benefits enjoyed equally by all the workers of China within 
their city of residence (Ibid). Finally, this brings forward the timeline to the 
contemporary status of the hukou system, where there have been two main points in 
accordance to the hukou system reform. Firstly, according to China’s 12th Five Year 
Plan (2011-2015), the criteria for obtaining a local hukou is heightened according to the 
size of the city, as large cities have exponentially better social security compared to 
small cities (Miller 2012: 39). Secondly, the State Council published a somewhat 
                                               
11
 more information can be found at http://www.china-
briefing.com/news/2013/03/18/china-revises-labor-contract-law.html 
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conservative hukou oriented policy in the beginning 2012, in which they encouraged 
local governments to slow down hukou reform (Ibid: 176). However they did encourage 
the disconnect of a citizens hukou status and their eligibility to receive employment and 
educational offers (Ibid).  
However, despite the seemingly positive current rhetoric posed by the central 
government, it still important to recognise that no official permanent legislation with a 
centralised foundation has been passed over the last decade and “... even though their 
basic legal rights in cities have been gradually recognized, mingong
12
 have had few 
political and legal channels to realize their rights” (Zhang et al. 2014: 1441). 
  
                                               
12
 Mingong is the chinese term for non-hukou migrants 
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Analysis Part l - The Migratory Pattern 
 
The following section of the project will be concerned with analysing information we 
have gathered throughout our research process. The previous chapters have created a 
contextual basis necessary in understanding the main arguments of the analysis. 
Furthermore, the analysis will elaborate on some of the issues looked upon in the 
contextual chapters. The theories used to aid our analysis were explored in the theory 
section of the project, and consists of Lee’s push-pull theory and the Institution of 
Hukou-based Social Exclusion. Our aim is to provide an insight into why rural-urban 
migrants initially mobilise themselves by looking at both push and pull factors, as well 
as personal factors and intervening obstacles. Thereafter, in the chapter Analysis Part ll 
- Exclusion by Hukou, we will utilise the concept of the Institution of Hukou-based 
Social Exclusion (IHSE) in analysing the issues central to our research question, 
through the analysis of the altered the legislative conditions in relation to hukou have 
evolved, extending to the analysis of the changed societal view of non-hukou migrants 
this has created. 
In the first part of the analysis, we will focus on the non-hukou migrants living and 
working conditions in the cities through the theory of Lee’s push/pull model. 
Furthermore, we will examine how their conditions are different from the citizens 
whom are enclosed by local urban hukou. Through this, we will examine the difference 
between the urban dwellers (legal or not), as well as the social barriers created by the 
hukou system. The application of this theory will mainly relate towards the 
question posed through the problem formulation: How does the hukou system affect 
the rural migrants in terms of living and working conditions? We intend to provide an 
answer by bringing the understanding of the migratory pattern of the rural migrant, the 
conditions they experience, and the limitations that the hukou system creates forward. 
In order to understand the process of why people choose to migrate, we will, as 
mentioned earlier in the chapter of theory and use, use Lee’s model concerning push 
and pull factors. With focus on rural to urban migration, we will examine what negative 
factors push the residents from their homes in the rural areas, to move into the cities. 
We will furthermore look into what positive effects there could be to attract (pull) 
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migrants towards their destination point, and if there could be any limitations affecting 
the process of migration. 
The main push factor for rural-to-urban migration in China has to do with the lack of 
opportunities of earnings in the countryside. Since industrialisation and urbanisation has 
progressed in China, job opportunities moved to the urban areas, leaving the rural areas 
with low agricultural production and low income (Meng et al. 2010: 6). The migration 
occurs due to pull factors of jobs giving better earnings in the cities, which the migrants 
need in order to earn enough money for the high living expenses in the city and, most 
importantly, also remittances for their families in their homesteads (Millers  2010: 3).  
Despite the fact that the rural migrant workers improve their income by working as non-
hukou migrants in the cities, the wages are generally below the wages given to the 
citizens with local urban hukou (Ibid). If the income received in the rural areas is not 
able to cover the expenses of living, it is a negative factor pushing residents away from 
the place the area.  
The job situation and opportunities can thusly be perceived as both push and pull 
factors. The push aspect of the job situation has some historical significance, through 
the times of famine in the rural areas during the 1950-60s at the introduction of the 
hukou system, and the rationing scheme, which promoted rural farmers to seek 
alternative means of living (Cai, 2011). After the decentralisation of the government, 
their interest of funding and investing in rural areas was transferred to the newly 
established local governments, whose economy did not support job creation, whereas 
the opposite was true for the big urban areas (Gordon and Li 2010). 
The pull aspect of the job situation was what largely drove migration, especially during 
the first major migration advance towards the urban areas, after the first economic 
conversion around 1978, approaching the socialist market based economy. As 
industrialisation drove the urban job creation, it also invited the rural farmers to convert 
to an industrial career. 
Personal migratory factors - The Chinese dream 
According to the Lee model of push and pull factors, a significant aspect of migration is 
that personal factors can be considered important when seeking to understand push/pull 
factors in migration patterns. In the case of China, personal factors can very much be 
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linked to the pull factors of job opportunities in the city, along with the hope for a better 
life than what they can construct for themselves in the rural areas. In the journal article 
“What keeps China’s migrants China’s migrant workers going? Expectations and 
happiness among China’s floating population” it is argued that the migrants are driven 
by the anticipation of a higher income and better living standards in the future, which 
makes the expectation itself  a pull factor, the so called “Chinese dream” (Gao and 
Smyth 2011; Chan 2012: 64). The rise of expectations is based on the local 
governments, who are encouraging rural citizens to migrate (Miller 2010: 2). In 
Chonquin, for example, the local government is of the belief that “faster urbanisation 
will unlock economic growth and boost rural income” (Ibid: 2). 
For the migrants a large part of the expectation is to earn and be able to save up money, 
in order to return and live comfortably in their rural homesteads (Ibid: 51-52). This 
leads to fact that as few as 26 percent of rural migrants 
13
say that they would want to 
gain an urban hukou if they had the choice, whilst the rest would rather retain their rural 
hukou (ibid). Another major reason behind this is the fact that the rural migrant workers 
risk losing not only their land farm land, but also in many cases their homes, as whole 
villages on the outskirts of large cities are being bulldozed to make way for new urban 
housing and factories (Ibid). The farmers that live in those places are commonly poorly 
compensated for their land, and are relocated to new low class urban housing, with 
much higher living expenses than before (Ibid). 
The Chinese New Year is for several migrants the only time a year they return home to 
their left-behind-families in the rural areas they come from (Ren 2013: 117). Usually, 
migrants’ children live with their parents in the cities until they reach school age, at 
which time they are sent to live with the elder members of the families in the 
countryside – this way they are able to get an affordable education (Ibid). The bond 
between the rural migrants and their homesteads is further nurtured through the 
transaction of remittances (Murphy 2009:47). Most of the income the non-hukou 
migrants get in the city, at least 40 percent of their total earnings, are sent back home to 
their families. In 2005, the total amount of remittances amounted to 186 billion yuan
14
, 
                                               
13
 Figure created through data from a survey done across 106 cities  
14
 Approximate conversion of 30 billion dollars 
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which works to strengthen the local rural communities and in extent the local 
governments economic situation (Cheng and Zhong 2005: 4, cited in Murphy 2009: 47). 
The local governments want this relationship between the migrated workers and their 
respective homesteads to stay strong for that reason, and encourage this situation with 
slogans such as: “The migration of one person frees the entire household from poverty” 
(Murphy 2009: 60). 
In conclusion, the lack of employment opportunities in rural areas, largely due to lack of 
investments in the industrial sector, causes rural peasants to migrate to the urban areas, 
where the labour opportunities are plentiful. The local governments thus support 
migration, as they want the rural migrants to retain a connection to their homesteads, 
through remittances, in order to support the localised economy. Moreover, it is not 
merely the opportunity for work, but also the ‘Chinese Dream’ of hoping to achieve a 
better living standard by working in the cities. However, the situation of the non-hukou 
migrants does not meet with the hopeful expectations, as migration influx is on a major 
scale, thus stretching resources in the urban areas
15
, combined with the complications 
that the hukou system presents, the effect of which causes several complications of 
achieving the ‘Chinese dream’ for the rural migrant, as the hukou system presents as the 
main limitation tool that effect current rural to urban migration. 
The main implication that the hukou system has for the non-hukou migrants in the 
urban areas is the fact that it excludes the migrants from the welfare and social security 
system that the urban citizens are provided with. The exclusion even carries over into 
the protectiveness of management level jobs, and leaves the migrant workers to rely on 
jobs in the industrial sector, mainly consisting of work with the service, construction 
and manufacturing industries – which all are physically demanding jobs (Ren 2013: 
129). These working industries are all in the category of unskilled jobs, with a pay that 
reflects so. According to ‘The Great Migration’ the common pay for a temporary 
migrant worker is 6.06 Yuan per hour, which is less than half of what a resident with 
local urban hukou earns per hour, which is estimated to 13.23 Yuan in average (Meng et 
al. 2010: 71). More than 90% of the people in the category of temporary migrants work 
in these low-paid industries, and have an average working week consisting of roughly 
                                               
15
 An example of this could be the housing situation  
Roskilde Universitet     Roskilde University                                                                 
Den samfundsvidenskabelige bacheloruddannelse The Bachelor Study Programme in Social Science 
Page 33 of 49 
 
58 hours (Ibid). In comparison, the residents with local urban hukou work 43 hours per 
week, which leads to work based inequality (Ibid). In some cities, however, policies 
concerning equality in the labour market are becoming increasingly important, which 
implicates that there exists different opinions about migrant workers and the power of 
labour they bring with them (Ibid). For example, we can see that in Bengbu and Wuxi 
the wages are more equal between the two groups of workers, whereas in Shanghai, the 
numbers mentioned above are reflected (Ibid). Still, in most cases “-individual migrant 
workers face the risk of joining the urban poor.” (Cai 2011: 46). 
In addition to the working conditions just described, working place discriminations are 
also looked upon as a big problem in the cities, and have very much been so since the 
beginning of the great migration beginning in 1978 (Meng et al. 2010:47). Employers 
have a tendency to choose their employees based on gender, age, ethnicity and may 
even consider what relationship status they have (Ibid). 
The Chinese central government recognised this issue and took action in the fight to 
abolish the discrimination, however, it was not with consent from the local governments 
nor in the interest of the employers, whose primary interest is economic growth (Ibid). 
In both 1995 and 2008 laws were implemented requiring employers paying a minimum 
wage to their employees, as well as social welfare and added regulations that would 
equalise everyone by reducing the discrimination of jobseekers (Meng et al. 2010: 48). 
Even though this is the official requirements of rights in working conditions, the local 
governments still have the overall say in the represented regions, and since they have 
implemented their own laws and regulations in their separate cities, the higher level 
rules seem to function as guidelines rather than policies (Friedmann and Lee mentioned 
in Ren 2013: 131). As touched upon in the governmental contextual chapter, this 
constitutes the weak rule of law that China faces, as the central government only gives 
directives for change, but do little to ensure their implementation, as seen in the case of 
hukou reform. 
Living conditions of the non-hukou migrants 
As workplace inequality has been rising alongside the influx of non-hukou migrants, the 
effects of this has affected the living conditions of those migrants, whom are already 
being restricted through the hukou systems regulations concerning opportunity of 
housing. Looking back towards the beginning of the 1980’s, a housing reform was 
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implemented with the desire of creating better living standards and economic growth for 
the urban citizens (Jiang 2006: 722). This reform has been quite beneficial to the urban 
residents, increasing their living space and the number of house ownership (Ibid). A 
2010 census showed that, as a result, approximately 72 per cent of the urbanites had 
acquired house ownership (Ren 2013: 119). The housing reform has, however, not been 
particularly beneficial for the floating population as less than 1 percent of the migrants 
had homeownership in the cities by 2010. These numbers create a picture of the 
difference in living standards between the two groups of residents (Ibid). 
Besides house ownership, there are officially very few options on housing for temporary 
migrants, as they essentially only have access to private rentals and reasonably priced 
housing units, which became available in outer parts of the cities in 2010 (Ibid: 120). 
However, the migrants find the housing units inconvenient because they are situated far 
away from their work places in the inner cities; therefore, they are an unlikely choice of 
housing for the floating population (Ibid). It is also difficult for the floating population 
to obtain private housing rentals that are not too expensive, due to the low income they 
receive in comparison to the local urban residents (ibid). The rentals in the price 
category that migrants can pay for would usually consist of dodgy basements or in the 
so-called ‘Village in The City’ (ibid). As the name of the term may reveal, it refers to 
villages situated outside cities that due to the growing urbanisation, have been 
consumed by the larger cities (Ibid). The farmers living in these urban villages rent out 
bed spaces to the migrant workers, which have become one of the most common 
housing choices for migrants, due to the affordable prices (Ibid). 
Most temporary migrants get the opportunity to sleep the same place they work at 
through the provided work dormitories (Ren 2013:118). It is an option provided by their 
employers, and is considered an appealing one by the workers, since it can save them a 
lot of travelling time between the long working hours (Ibid). It is the most common 
housing choice and two thirds of the migrants live in these faculties (Miller 2010: 18). 
One could argue that this option is most beneficial for the employer as it could be 
looked upon as an opportunity to keep the employees at work for longer (Meng et al. 
2010: 71).  
In conclusion, it is observable that the non-hukou migration, and the conditions that 
awaits the migrants in the urban areas, is still heavily affected by the hukou system. 
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However, the pull factors of migration seem to continue to outweigh the prospect of the 
life expectations of a rural farmer, despite the fact that they continue an existence of 
secondary citizens in the cities. What remains to be understood, in relation to the hukou 
systems effect on the non-hukou migrants, is how the reform of hukou as changed the 
conditions of the non-hukou migrants, and how the current state of it affects society in 
relation to them. 
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Analysis Part ll - Exclusion by Hukou 
In the first part of the analysis, the focus laid in the conditional situation of the hukou 
migrants, in this part the focus will shift towards the hukou system, and its factoring 
into the discriminatory aspect against the migrants by utilising the Hukou-based Social 
Exclusion, explained in the chapter Theory and Use.Through the analysis of the 
regulative pillar we seek to understand the hukou reform by analysing the effect it has 
had for the non-hukou migrants, while the analysis aided by the normative pillar will 
consider this effect, in order to understand how this direct the current discrimination or 
societal exclusion against the non-hukou migrants. In short the application of this 
theory will mainly relate towards the two remaining questions posed through the 
problem formulation:  
- How has reform of the hukou system altered the legislative conditions in terms of 
restriction of the rural migrants 
- How has the legislative nature of rule of the hukou system affected the societal view 
of rural migrants 
This part of the analysis, should largely go far in generating an understanding to the 
research question posed.  
As mentioned during the section on theory and use, we intend to utilise the theory of 
IHSE to structurally analyse the discriminatory effect the hukou system imposes onto 
the non-hukou migrants, how this effect has developed over time, and the social 
repercussion it has had for the moral justification of discrimination against non-hukou 
migrants in contemporary China. The analysis takes inspiration from the theory and its 
based upon paper ‘The Institution of Hukou-based Social Exclusion’ by Zhang, Zhu and 
Nyland (2014). As such this part of the analysis will make use of the theory by 
exploring the hukou system, based on a content analysis of various authors, thereby 
differing from the original theory based paper, with a specific focus on the fiscal issue 
in relation to capitalism. We felt it appealing to do this specifically, as the original 
conceptualisation of the theory was based in order to deviate from other authors 
occupied with the same problem area who only focus on fiscal explanations. 
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The Regulative Pillar - Exploration of the Hukou Systems Effect 
As the starting point for the institutional analysis is the regulative aspect of the hukou 
system, this part will mainly look upon the various dynamics in play through the 
legislative aspect of the hukou system. We will base this on the linear hukou contextual 
chapter earlier in the project, which was used to outline the previous hukou reforms on a 
purely explanatory basis, in order to explore its dynamics and effect in this section. 
Firstly, we find it important to consider the first major aspect in relation to the 
legislative basis that the Hukou is founded upon, is the fact that the system became 
decentralised at the end of the 1990’s. The central government handed over 
responsibility towards the bettering of conditions of the non-hukou migrants to the local 
governments, implicating that there is no coordinated effort in terms of a uniformed 
hukou reform, along with the fact that the local governments has to fund any program in 
this area themselves (Miller 2012: 34). A major issue with the decentralisation lies in 
the economy of the local governments, as the hukou reform relies on the local 
government bat the expectations of the central government (Miller 2012: 178). On top 
of this, it is mostly the local government that funds the citizens’ social security16, 
despite the fact that most of the collected taxes are transferred to the central government 
and not the local (Ibid). 
The delegation of responsibilities for the hukou system to the various local governments 
resulted in a more varied and dynamic version of the hukou, as several of the local 
government made their own attempt at reforming the hukou system
17
.  However, it 
should be noted that, while the reforms made throughout the past decade have been 
plentiful and seemingly forward thinking in many regions of China, almost all of them 
only pertain towards migrants who have a local hukou, and not the common peasant 
from the countryside, that has a rural non-local hukou and makes up the floating 
population (Miller 2012:57-58). This essentially alludes to the quandary that while 
many of these reforms sound like they are able to bring about major changes for the 
non-Hukou migrant, that is not the case, as it is a work of schematics in the majority of 
cases as: 
                                               
16
 At about 80 percent of the basic health and educational expenses. 
17
 Please note that these were made plain in chapter  
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“In practice, the city’s18 new initiative was not very different from those in other major 
cities: they were mainly set up to lure the rich, professional, educated classes, and to 
settle hukou problems for family members of existing city residents and the local 
agricultural population whose land has been expropriated, but not to open the hukou 
doors to low-skilled rural migrants” (Chan & Buckingham 2008: 603). The process of 
drawing up the documents, or legislations pertaining to the reform of the hukou system 
is well described in the journal article by DiMaggio & Powell (1991: 3), as: 
“Administrators and politicians champion programs that are established but not 
implemented; managers gather information, assiduously, but fail to analyze it; experts 
are hired not for advice but to signal legitimacy.”. As such, most reforms are made to 
seem much more forward thinking, and advanced, thus affecting many more people 
than they in reality do, such as the case was in Zhengzhou
19
. Many of the reforms set by 
the local governments are meant as invitations to further the urbanisation process of the 
respective city by allowing in new citizens, however, in most cases: “... the locally 
determined entry requirements in many large cities are set so prohibitively high that the 
change will have absolutely no relevance for the great majority of rural migrant 
workers” (Chan and Buckingham 2008: 599). A further major example of this is the 
pension schemes, where set criteria are close to impossible by current state of affairs for 
the non-hukou migrants to meet, because of the frequency they relocate at, both 
employment and residential wise (Miller 2012: 41). In conclusion to the recent reforms 
made that attempted to further general urbanisation, acknowledge rights of and 
privileges for non-hukou migrants, and disparate the current rural/urban segregation, it 
shows that: “despite a good deal of rhetoric in the press about the recent reforms, the 
reality is that these initiatives have had only very marginal impact on weakening the 
foundation of the system.” (Chan and Buckingham 2008: 604). As a final note in 
reference to the reforms already established or attempted, it has become increasingly 
acknowledged by scholars occupied with this issue that bureaucrats in the local 
governments are seemingly conjuring up “image projects” to enhance urbanisation, 
                                               
18
 The city this quote references to, is Shijiazzhuang, please see chapter 5 
19
 See chapter 5 
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meaning that the issue of lack of outreach to the non-hukou migrant seem to become 
elevated (Chan 2012: 66).  
Secondly, it has become clear through our research, that China has fundamental  
economic structural flaws, which interconnect with the current hukou system, and its 
reform. A significant economic issue connected to the hukou system, is the fact that the 
rural resident does not enjoy full individual property rights, which especially affects 
them in the context of land ownership, despite the fact that China has since 1978 
allegedly moved towards a market economy (Miller 2012: 176). This means that while 
rural farmers have gotten increasing control over their property, they are not fully able 
to sell land at their own comfort. If they are bought out of their land, it is often directed 
by the local governments demand, meaning they are poorly compensated compared to 
the opportunity they could have, if their land was part of a competitive market, in which 
private buyers would be able to offer a better compensation (Ibid). This issue highlights 
the gap between the current Chinese market, and a complete free market model, 
especially as “some critics have considered this equalisation20 an indirect pillaging of 
peasants property” (Chan and Buckingham 2008: 599). 
Another important aspect to factor in when considering hukou reform, and its relation to 
non-hukou migrants, is that “Migrants have become an indispensable source of labour 
for urban sectors” (Cai 2011: 46). This refers to the fact that China’s economic progress 
relied in large effect on the exploitation of rural migrants and continues to rely upon it, 
as they“... have become the most important human cog powering the China economic 
locomotive” (Chan 2012: 68). Yet, despite the fact that China has a considerable socio 
economic underclass of citizens as a result, identified largely as the floating 
population
21
, an extensive part of the international media discourse hails the “Chinese 
Dream”, as it is expected22 that China will be a driving force for economic growth and 
consumption (Ibid: 82-83). However, as evidenced by the work of Kam-Wing Chan 
(2012), whom scrutinises the hypothesis of an expected expansive middle-class in 
                                               
20
  The equalisation refers to the state requisitioned the land from the peasants against little 
compensation, while effectively depriving them of their sole income, and source of financial 
security.  
21
 Consisting of non-Hukou migrants 
22
 By Western models of industrialisation 
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China, he finds that economic development should be expected only on behalf of a 
select few
23
, while wholesome positive development will only follow in the wake of 
“fundamental change in the urban Hukou conversion policy”. This has, as a whole, not 
succeeded in much change over the last couple of decades, as we concluded that the 
conversion policy advances already established are not directed towards the non-Hukou 
migrants (Chan 2012: 82). As such, China is much more likely to continue “to be an 
institutionalised two-tier, rural/urban divided society”, on the basis of our findings 
(Ibid: 66). 
The Normative Pillar - Societal Exclusion By Hukou 
The next section of the analysis using the IHSE theory is the normative pillar, which 
will mainly put into play some of the already used concepts of contemporary China, and 
the effects of the hukou system, as the normative pillar seeks to explore the moral 
foundation of the hukou system in the Chinese society. 
As mentioned in the analytical framework at the beginning of the project, the use of the 
IHSE theory is largely applied based on a content analysis of the research area. As such, 
the first aspect to look upon within the normative pillar of the theory is the moral 
implication of the capitalistic society, as it became rooted at the beginning of the 
urbanisation of the non-hukou migrants. A famous saying by the front figure of Chinese 
economic reform, Deng Xiaoping, speaks well for the nature of the public discourse of 
Chinese economic development that occurred subsequently: “Some people can get rich 
first” (Vogel 2011: 391). This saying was used massively throughout the reign of Deng 
Xiaoping, and presented a prime example of what the expected path that conversion to a 
market based economy would result in, and helped to stem the anticipation of masses of 
non-hukou migrants that migrated towards the industrial employment of the cities 
(Ibid). However, as the hukou system was in place during the industrialisation and 
                                               
23 Mainly the professionals and educated populous, however he did find that The only rural 
migrants that can be expected to profit from the current and future urbanisation and expansion 
of the large cities are the suburban Hukou residents, as the land will become increasingly 
valuable, however as explored earlier, even these stand to be exploited economically on some 
level, yet they are often some of the few migrants that are granted local Hukou in the cities 
(Chan 2012: 82). 
Roskilde Universitet     Roskilde University                                                                 
Den samfundsvidenskabelige bacheloruddannelse The Bachelor Study Programme in Social Science 
Page 41 of 49 
 
urbanisation, an increasing gap became apparent between the legal and illegal residents 
of the cities
24
, it can therefore be derived that: 
 “Such a rural- urban divide in the country is not only an expected part of early-stage 
industrialization, as in many other developing nations in the throes of urban transition, 
but is also a consequence of Mao-era social engineering that continues to this 
day.”(Chan 2012: 66-67). 
This divide is still apparent in contemporary China, along with the capitalistic ideals 
introduced alongside it, especially so, as China has significant fiscal issues, with the 
economy significantly relying upon the exploitation of cheap labour provided by the 
non-Hukou migrants, resulting in: “like any other form of large-scale legalized 
discrimination, the Chinese hukou system has served to create two classes of people: 
the “protected” and the “exploited”” (Chan 2012: 67).  
As a result of this historic legislative division, and through the analysis of the legislative 
changes and reforms made to change the starting point of first and second class 
citizens
25
 throughout the section on the regulative pillar, it is apparent that even today 
the Chinese government has neglected  to fully acknowledge the non-hukou migrants, 
and by extension their inclusion into current and future hukou reform initiatives. For 
example, through the fact that it seems that “... China’s policymakers have given little 
thought to the social canker that can fester among disadvantaged communities in public 
housing, especially where there is a social discrimination and a shortage of jobs.” 
(Miller 2012: 177). Furthermore, this can be argued as apparent through the multiple 
attempts of failure to produce a sustainable hukou reform that is able to promote hukou 
conversion on a permanent basis. The main discourse of the expectation for future 
hukou reform, such as it has been seen in the case of the press release by the State 
council in 2010
26
, has largely not changed throughout the past 20 years. Consequently, 
this leads to the hypothesis that the acknowledgement of non-hukou migrants has yet to 
undergo any significant progress, resulting in continued legalised discrimination, 
                                               
24
 Legal being the urban residents, and illegal being the non-Hukou migrants. 
25
 Circa 2008, there is an estimated 800 million rural Hukou residents, being identified 
by the government as a lesser citizens, through lack of state financed support, treated as 
secondary citizens as a result (Chan & Buckingham 2008: 582). 
26
 See page chapter 5 
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resulting in the fact that as "Rural-urban migrant access to urban services is limited and 
rural-urban migrants are viewed as outsiders by those with an urban hukou.” (Gao and 
Smyth 2011: 164). This means that the legalised discrimination is turning into a 
morality, or rather a justified discrimination. Cases of police brutality
27
 against non-
hukou migrants are frequent in contemporary China, and can largely, if not solely, be 
blamed on the segregation effect that the Hukou system has had on the Chinese 
population. Further adding to the moral exclusion of the rural migrant workers, acting as 
a justifier for the regulative pillar, is the urban citizens’ viewpoints. Gao and Smyth’s 
(2011) investigation of the rural migrant workers’ happiness level included a qualitative 
investigation in which they interviewed the migrant workers about how they felt they 
were being perceived by the urban citizens. The answers showed that the migrant 
workers felt at unease in public settings, and thus rarely felt encouraged to participate in 
leisure activities outside, because “the prevailing belief among rural-urban migrants is 
that the urban population looks down on them” , and “people in the city... think very 
highly of themselves. They think they are superior to us” (Gao and Smyth 2011: 164). 
The discrimination instituted towards the rural migrant workers by the urban citizens 
provides the central government with a foundation upon which they can maintain the 
institution of hukou-based social exclusion.  
 
  
                                               
27
 There have been multiple examples of police brutality directed towards non-local 
hukou migrants, such as the murder of a rural student in Guangzhou, or the storming 
and bulldozing a migrant children's school in Shanghai (Chan & Buckingham 2008: 
600-601).  
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Conclusion 
Our main objective throughout this project was to create an understanding of the Hukou 
system, leading us to seek this understanding through establishing its effect, reform, and 
social repercussions of the contemporary Chinese society. To make clear these three 
aspects, and analyse upon them, through an comprehension of the governmental and 
economic backdrop, we were able to utilise the theory of Lee’s push/pull model, along 
the Institutional Hukou-based Social Exclusion theory.  
Through the use of the Lee’s push/pull model, we were able to create an understanding; 
firstly of the course and reasoning of the rural/urban migration. It became clear that lack 
of job opportunities in the rural areas, and governmental encouragement to seek 
industrial employment, largely stand as the pull factor for the migration. Secondly we 
found that the hukou system plays a large part in the conditional terms for the non-
hukou migrants from the rural areas, it serves to divide the urban population, and fails to 
acknowledge and incorporate the migrants into the urban population scenery. This in 
turn creates a major inequality gap between the non-hukou migrants and the urban 
residents, establishing the migrants as the socio economic underclass of contemporary 
Chinese society. Kam Wing Chan describes the migrants urban situational well as: 
“Migrant workers may live in the city, but they are not of the city. The hukou system is a 
major source of injustice and inequality, perhaps the most crucial foundation of 
China’s social and spatial stratification, and arguably contributes to the country’s most 
prevalent human rights violations.” (Miller 2012: 34) 
The findings made through the application of Lee’s push/pull model lead us to utilise 
the Institutional Hukou-based Social Exclusion theory as an analytical lens through 
which we apply the knowledge gained from the contextual backdrop, along with an 
applied content analysis of well versed scholars. Through this analytical work, we found 
through our analysis of the regulative pillar, that the while the hukou reform attempts 
have been plentiful, little effect seems to reach out into society and truly affect the non-
hukou migrant. Mainly as the government has yet to fully acknowledge their existence, 
and by extension their needs, and civil rights, the current plan to reform lacks 
legitimacy, especially considering the fact that the current plan, seems to largely 
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resemble similar initiatives from ten to twenty years ago, which failed to come through. 
Along with this, it also remains that the migrants are essential to the maximisation of 
profits, that the local governments are dependent on, which means they tend to forego 
permanent reform of the hukou system in order to fulfil fiscal goals. This lead us to our 
findings in the analysis of the normative pillar, where the main point seems to be that, 
through the lack of reform made in the hukou system, the thereby continued legalised 
treatment of the non-hukou migrants as second-class citizens has created a moral 
justification for discrimination against those illegal migrants, by the treatment of not 
only the government, but the urban residents alongside them.  
To summarise in relation to the overall research question which is: 
How does the Hukou systems affect Chinese society in relation to the rural migrants 
and what are the complications related to the reform of the Hukou system 
We have found that the current state of the hukou system has experience little 
significant change for the non-hukou migrants, and continues to create a division of the 
Chinese population, by legalising discrimination against rural hukou holders, due the 
fact that they fail to include them into the national social security system, mainly in 
consideration to meet fiscal goals. Through this legalised discrimination, they are 
looked down upon and made personally unwelcome in the cities, the place many of 
them think of as their home, now, and in the future.  
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